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“Christina Pirello tells the truth about what is in our food that creates health and gives some simple recipes to set people on their paths. She is a sincere advocate for health—for all of us.”

—T. Colin Campbell, Jacob Gould Schurman Professor Emeritus of Nutritional Biochemistry at Cornell University and author of The China Study
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FOREWORD



No choice I’ve made in my life has had the effects that were as immediate and as dramatic as going veggie. It was like my whole body suddenly screamed, “Thank you, Alicia!” Because my original motivation for changing my diet was out of compassion for animals, I wasn’t fully prepared for how much of a difference it would make in the way I felt physically. But going from steak and cheese to vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and beans will do that for you. In no time, my extra weight melted away, my skin cleared up, my energy level soared, and my troublesome digestion smoothed itself out. No more trips to the allergists for shots once a week and no more need for the inhaler for asthma, to name just two of the noticeable differences. It was only then that I realized that the choice I’d made for the lives of other creatures wound up changing my own life as much.

If you’re looking for these kinds of changes, the information, advice, and recipes that Christina shares in this book will have an impact on your life and well-being in dramatic ways. It’s already happening to countless others. People are waking up to this kind of diet and lifestyle—and overcoming many forms of cancer, diabetes, and obesity, and a range of other diseases that plague our society.

Since launching my website, The Kind Life (www.thekindlife.com), I’ve had the remarkable privilege of reading the emails from readers about the amazing changes they are experiencing, from conquering migraines and PMS to improvements in their lupus and thyroid conditions. These people are happy and energized by the changes in their lives as a result of adopting a vegan diet. It has freed them from the constant battle of yo-yo dieting, counting calories, and the bathroom scale seesaw. Eating a plant-based diet, like the one you will find in these pages, will give you health, wellness, and vitality, along with the peace of mind to turn your attention back to the things that are really important to you.

I’ve called on Christina’s expertise, both as an advisor and as a regular guest blogger at The Kind Life. But she’s become more like a big sister mentor to me personally. Feisty, smart, and incredibly knowledgeable, Christina is often the person I call when I get stumped on a health question or when the nutritional science babble goes over my head. She also is the creator of some of my favorite recipes, a few of which I used in my own book, The Kind Diet.

Together, Christina and I share a mission to influence people all over the world to make it a happier, healthier place. Much of this book is about encouraging us to leave behind our old ways of doing things, which are based on beliefs and information that is obsolete, outmoded, discredited, and false. It’s a sad truth that we’re told a lot of lies every day by those whose self-interests come before our health. Christina stands apart from those voices, but she doesn’t reject conventional thinking for its own sake. She’s neither anti-medicine nor anti-Western. In fact, in some cases, her views are very much in line with mainstream thinking and conventional wisdom. For her, it’s less about who’s saying it and more about getting to the heart of the facts about what is truly healthful and even lifesaving—for us and for the planet.

So, yes, some of this book is passionate in its condemnation of the companies and agencies that compromise our health for profit. What else would you expect from a fiery redhead? You can read this book knowing that the woman who is guiding you is fair-minded, incredibly well informed, and extraordinarily committed to making the world a better place. The information that she gives in these pages should become a tool that you can use to shape your own journey on a path that—I promise you—will change your life.

—Alicia Silverstone,
 actress and author of The Kind Diet








INTRODUCTION



As my mother used to say, I’m so mad I could spit. The collapsing dollar, recession, lost jobs, multiple wars and political unrest, global natural disasters, and, as Peter Finch’s character declared in the 1976 film Network, “air you can’t breathe, water you can’t drink, and food you can’t eat.”

I can’t tell you what to do about the economy, terrorism, or global warming (although I have a few opinions about that), but I surely can tell you what we can do about the food we eat.

When it comes to our health and well-being, I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore. And neither should you.

I grew up surrounded by strong, self-reliant, resourceful people who worked hard and lived vital lives. I don’t see many of those kinds of people anymore. What happened to us? When did we give away our power—and our health? When did we allow others to dictate what we’ll buy, wear, read—and eat?

We live in a country founded on revolution; on taking personal responsibility; on throwing out what doesn’t work and replacing it with what does. Americans have always seen themselves as the masters of their destiny.

This country is in a health crisis, and nothing short of a revolution will change the course we find ourselves on. It’s time to get off the sofa and fight for our lives.


Eating healthfully has become complicated in our modern life. “Experts” advise us on our food choices. From television chefs to nutrition scientists to news anchors to government advisory committees—there is no shortage of opinions on what we should be eating. They have filled our heads with facts, figures, and statistics. Many of these are as familiar as our own names. Concepts like antioxidants, polyphenols, saturated fats, omega-3, and, of course, calories are common currency in our daily discussions. But in this barrage of information, we lost our way to real food and our inherent wisdom about what eating healthfully means.

It’s as though we don’t even see food as food anymore, just the sum of its nutritional parts. We have lost touch with our intuition and fallen victim to the science of nutrition—and marketing. We have become victims of the biggest con in human history. Marketers, lobbyists, and their well-paid experts, through the smoke and mirrors of dazzling packaging, checkmarks, seals of approval, and dubious health claims, have slowly and consistently robbed us of our well-being. And it seems to me, made us stupid in the process. It’s as though we don’t think for ourselves anymore—about anything.

We have lost sight of the simplest of truths: whole, unprocessed plant foods give us all the nutrition we require.

Food is simple. Nature is simple. But misleading marketing has caused us to lose sight of some basic truths about human nutrition.

First, populations that consume the typical modern Western diet, i.e., large volumes of refined foods, added sugar, fat, salt, and very few veggies, fruits, and whole grains, invariably suffer from what we now call “lifestyle” diseases such as obesity, type II diabetes, stroke, heart disease, and cancer. We all know this. But nutrition science isn’t making this connection, or at least they are not talking about it. Instead, they spend millions of dollars on studies to find the one key, the one nutrient that is the culprit; the one thing that is making us fat and unhealthy and killing us in record numbers.

There is no one singular nutrient—or lack of it—that is responsible for our declining health.

Second, populations that eat the traditional diets of their respective cultures—whatever they might be—don’t seem to suffer from these same lifestyle illnesses. And those diets are widely varied: from the high-fat diets of the Eskimos, whose consumption of whale fat sustained them for thousands of years before “civilization” caught up with them, to the high-carb diets of Central Americans, comprised largely of corn and beans, to the high-protein diets of African tribes that included everything from cattle blood to milk, to the now widely acclaimed Mediterranean diet of olive oil, nuts, seeds, lean protein like fish, and lots of vegetables and fruit. Based on the seasonal traditional cooking patterns of the poor regions of the Mediterranean, this diet has shown itself to promote health and wellness by emphasizing healthy fats and other ingredients we now know to be healthy and nutrient dense. This tells us something very important: There is no one diet that serves all of humanity equally well. As humans, we can adapt to a wide variety of foods and eating patterns, except, it seems, to the modern Western diet of processed foods so commonly eaten today. The disastrous results of that diet are all around us.

And here is the real headline grabber and what should get your dander up because there are no headlines about this: When people stop eating a modern Western diet, they experience a dramatic improvement in their health. A departure from this diet shows drastic reductions in the risk of heart disease alone, like 80 percent! The risk of type II diabetes can be reduced by almost 90 percent and the chances of cancer by almost 70 percent. What does that tell you about the impact of the way America eats?

Interestingly, none of these dramatic facts are at the center of the discussion of nutrition research. Why?

Sadly, there’s a lot of money to be made by those who support the way we currently eat—and the interests of those commercial organizations come at a great cost to consumers.

Manufacturers love to tweak products in ways that leave our diet largely unchanged but allow for new “hot buttons” to be added to the product packaging to create a “health halo” and seduce us to buy more of whatever junk it may be. Pharmaceutical companies can then develop more and more drugs to cure us of the diseases that our food choices cause. The healthcare industry makes more money treating chronic diseases than it does preventing them. And the circle of business goes round and round, leaving us dizzy with confusion.

Case in point: New research shows that of all the children born in 2010, one in three will develop type II diabetes and over the next forty years, the incidence of type II diabetes will go from one in ten people to one in three to five people. As alarming as these numbers are, pharmaceutical companies are doing the happy dance. That’s a lot of blood glucose monitors and other diabetes paraphernalia to market!

In a perfect world, research would be done independently, free of the influence of food manufacturers and pharmaceutical companies. But one only needs read Marion Nestle’s Food Politics to see that is far from the truth. Funding everything from conventions to professional meetings and training sessions, to studies and research universities themselves, food companies work hard to influence the outcome of any study to be in their favor. According to Nestle, we like to think of universities as ivory towers of knowledge and science, but the reality is that most people have no idea the level at which these universities and their programs are sponsored by companies like PepsiCo and Coca-Cola.

In many cases, according to Nestle, even most of the researchers have no idea how heavily influenced the final outcome of their work will be. So while the “experts” focus on finding the single element in the modern Western diet that is responsible for our ills, they are missing the point. Food manufacturers can recycle the same junk with fresh marketing strategies, and the media has a constant stream of “discoveries” about food and nutrition to write about. Everyone wins.

Except us.

I am not antiscience. In fact, every day I uncover new studies and surveys that show how science actually proves the benefits of eating a whole-foods, plant-based diet But, I am tired of the way commercial interests have twisted science to their favor.

With this book, I would like to take us back to the basics of food; to the fundamental wisdom of eating; and recover the intuitive understanding that food—real food—supports our lives and our health.

I will show how the food industry and its marketing efforts have conspired against people trying their best to be well. In offering their “magic bullets,” these for-profit organizations are holding out false hopes instead of supporting the disciplined effort required to make the real and effective changes.

When you get right down to it, we don’t need another fad diet, wonder food, or health craze. What we need is a revolution. We must replace the tired, outdated system of lobbyists, special interests, and corporate greed with a “Declaration of Health,” a contract that commits us to creating a new and healthy relationship with real food.

That’s where I come in.

With information and advice that I am offering in this book—and a willingness to act like grown-ups and let go of the childish behaviors that are destroying our lives—you will be inspired and motivated to make the changes, as difficult as they may seem at first. We can show these pirates that we can accept personal responsibility, get rid of the things that aren’t working, and take control of our own destinies—and our own health.

In the end, there is no new advice, really. For us to be a healthy and robust society, with a bright future for generations to come, we must eat real food; food that is truly fit for human consumption.

In my own life, a diet of plant-based foods has been the key to health and wellness. It is the force behind the life I live. It is the source of my strength and stamina. I stepped off the carousel of processed foods years ago and saw the changes that created the health I enjoy today. It took a life-threatening illness to open my eyes, and that led to the mission I have been on for the past two decades: to help people find their way to health, deliciously.

We’re mad as hell, and we’re not gonna eat it anymore!








PART ONE

Why It’s So Hard Not to Be Fat and Sick in America




I am perplexed. For the life of me, I cannot figure out how people can go on believing the nonsense being fed to us (pun intended) about food. I cannot figure out why we are not protesting in the streets at the injustices being put on us in the name of profits. It’s obvious to me that the bottom line health of food companies has become far more important than the collective health of the people buying food.

People find lots of excuses: Life is difficult. We’re entitled to a little pleasure as a reward for surviving our daily challenges—like getting a lollipop for going to the dentist. The science is complicated and we suffer from information overload to the point of paralysis. It takes too much discipline to eat healthfully. Just getting through the day is hard enough. Besides, somebody will invent a pill or treatment, or some diet guru will give us the magical formula that will make us thin, fit, and energetic—someday. In the meantime, what’s the point of denying ourselves anything, no matter how bad we know it is for us? Besides, eating fresh, whole foods, fruits, and vegetables is a lot of work and too expensive. We smoke, we drink too much, and we eat stuff that hurts us. We’ve set a pretty low bar for how we look and feel. There’s a disconnect between what we say we want and what we are willing to do to get it. Then we feel guilty and stressed and the cycle just perpetuates itself.

We are in serious trouble. If you think it’s too expensive to eat well, just take a good look at the increasing cost of healthcare—much of which could be reduced if we took some pretty simple preventive measures now. Why is no one asking why? Or doing anything about it?

Call me naïve, but I just can’t believe that the desire to look and feel our best doesn’t give us the motivation to do what we need to do to be strong, vital, and healthy. It’s seems to be a no-brainer to me.

What’s it going to take for us to change? It’s a simple question, but the implications are enormous. How much fatter, sicker, and more exhausted must we become before we have had enough? How much longer will we settle for simply existing and not thriving? How much longer will we let our health be hijacked?

Now before I go off the rails on a rant not unlike so many others I have gone on in my life, I have to ask: How much responsibility for the health crisis is on us and how much is on giant food and pharmaceutical companies? The answer is simple: It’s both.

But it appears to me that just a few decades ago, the food industry made a conscious choice to seduce the American public into eating more processed food, which featured fat, sugar, salt, preservatives, and dozens of other unpronounceable ingredients. And we could not have made it easier for them. We’ve come to love anything fast and convenient. “Heat and eat” or “grab and go” have become the buzzwords of the day. It seems that the less healthy the food, the more we love it. We left the dinner table for dinner in a bucket.










1

Another Nice Mess We’ve Gotten Ourselves Into



A BRIEF HISTORY OF FOOD

Food is more to us than a means of subsistence. It is deeply steeped in culture, emotion, even religion. It embodies our shared traditions and defines us as societies. In seventeenth-and eighteenth-century Europe, food illustrated class distinctions. How you ate determined your cultural standing. Haute cuisine and elaborate table traditions differentiated the social elite from the masses.

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, food became a symbol of national identities; foods were suddenly associated with specific cultures, like Italian pasta or American hamburgers. Food became a symbol of national pride and status within that culture.

During all of this food evolution, the discovery of the New World served as a momentous turning point in the human experience. New ingredients like tomatoes, corn, yams, and beans came on the scene, and the use of pigs, sheep, and cattle for food increased. Sugar, coffee, and cocoa grown in the New World became the first multinational consumer industries. Everything changed.

Prior to the Civil War, the food of America was regionally divided with the austere piety of religion: New Englanders eschewed sensual food, and the Quakers ate plain, boiled foods; Southerners enjoyed the African influence of spices and oil, and westward migration introduced a greater dependence on corn and potatoes. The arrival of the first German immigrants in the nineteenth century brought new influences, with marinated meats, hot dogs, hamburgers, cured meats like wursts, donuts, and barbecue (yup, barbecue). But the biggest change these new immigrants brought to the table, literally, was the idea of food as celebration; that meals were a big part of special occasions. They broke the stranglehold of austerity born of religious zeal that had kept food from being enjoyed in a sensual way.

However, it wasn’t until the Industrial Age that we began to see the kinds of changes in food that sparked the trend we still see today. In the late nineteenth century, food began to be mass produced and standardized because now it could be transported long distances as railways expanded into every region of the country. Reliance on the local food of the family farm was diminished.

And, in 1903, trans fats were invented, allowing food to sit on shelves without spoiling for much longer periods of time.

Food became more “exciting” during this period. Processed cereals hit the market, promoted as the first “health food,” and fast became the epitome of the American breakfast. The 1920s saw the introduction of techniques for freezing food, as well as the invention of the first preservatives. And everything changed again. Nationally (and internationally) distributed processed and packaged foods began to dominate the way America thought about food—and the way America ate.

While a massive influx of immigrants from all over Europe in the early twentieth century brought new and distinctive foods and traditions to our shores, America really had no food identity of its own. But the American way—now quickly being distinguished by processed, homogenized, and bland foods—was now being urged on these new citizens. To be truly American meant to abandon the traditions of their own food cultures.

At the same time, as the population exploded and food production moved from local farmers to big corporations, questions of food safety, freshness, and purity were being raised by a few crusading journalists and concerned citizens, leading to the first federal laws mandating inspections and banning unsafe additives.


After World War II, the reliance on processed foods saw a dramatic up-swing as the result of women leaving the kitchen to work outside the home. At the same time, the war played a major role in creating a more cosmopolitan diet for Americans as servicemen, exposed to a wide variety of cuisines overseas, began returning. On top of that, America was breaking out of its prewar isolationism, and expanded international trade made a wider variety of foods available, including year-round access to exotic fruits and vegetables, creating a more diverse diet for Americans.

In the 1950s, as superhighways were built and cars became more accessible, people shifted from urban living to the suburbs and commuting was born. Television brought daily entertainment into our homes, and as a result, Americans stayed in, and the phenomenon of “snack food”—to be consumed while sitting in front of the boob tube—took hold.

Meanwhile, down on the farm, there was a dramatic increase in the use of pesticides and other chemicals to keep food waste low and the food fresher as it was shipped longer and longer distances. By the 1960s, agricultural subsidies came into play, with the federal government encouraging farmers to grow more specific crops, like corn, to be used as cattle feed and to turn into dextrose, which did nothing short of revolutionizing the fast-food industries.

In the 1970s, dietary pattern shifts accelerated dramatically, creating a new food landscape. Regardless of ancestry, all Americans started to eat bagels, egg rolls, pizza, tacos—and Thanksgiving dinner. With this shift, food again became a class marker, with the more affluent people of America enjoying fine wines and gourmet foods and the middle and underserved classes relying more and more on cheaply produced processed foods.

Urban sprawl and the rise of the use of technology brought the demise of the small family market, which was replaced by gigantic supermarkets with parking lots for your convenience.

By the 1980s, we were driving to malls and loading up our cars with massive amounts of food for a whole week’s worth of eating. In supermarkets and big box stores across the country, food—or what passes for it—was being heavily merchandised. Even the well-planned layout of these mammoth stores encouraged consumers to buy canned, bottled, frozen, or dried—every manner of packaged food. And new products continue to hit the shelves with dizzying speed, all cleverly and relentlessly marketed to seduce us away from locally grown, fresh food prepared from scratch.




From Julia Child to the Kitchen Circus

Today’s food television–obsessed culture might find food show pioneers like Julia Child to be quaint, almost comical; now it seems we prefer the circus acts of celebrity chefs to the actual art of cooking. Julia gave her viewers much more than a few recipes and an hour of entertainment. Her love of real food and cooking was evident in every show. With her encouraging words and fearlessness, she empowered viewers to venture into the kitchen and cook their hearts out.

But back then, cooking was still considered an important part of life, love, family, and community.

Today, millions are glued to their televisions watching Gordon Ramsay terrify young chefs and Iron Chef competitors race around in chaos. We can debate the results of Top Chef and discuss what wine Giada paired with the food prepared on her show.

There has been a shift from learning how to prepare and produce food on television to consumption. We have gone from watching Julia and Jacques slice, simmer, and stir their way to a finished meal to a glut of shows about gluttony, watching chef after chef stuff their faces in all sorts of places from diners to cafés to the base of the Eiffel Tower.

It appears that cooking has become a spectator sport. In fact, Americans today spend less than twenty-seven minutes preparing food for their day. That’s less than half the time it takes to watch Top Chef. In a New York Times article (“Out of the Kitchen, Onto the Couch”), Michael Pollan asked, “How is it that we are so eager to watch other people browning beef cubes on screen but so much less eager to brown them ourselves?”

And even as fascination with the stars of these shows rises, the consumption of fast and processed foods has skyrocketed.

This kind of programming only makes it that much harder not to be fat. With cooking transformed to a spectacle that we view from the sidelines, it has become another soporific that keeps us sedentary on the sofa yet leaves us yearning, wanting, craving something, which is exactly what advertisers want.





NO TIME TO COOK

For years, many Americans have devoted more time to their jobs than to their home lives—and that includes cooking. Since 1967, we have added about 167 hours (about a month’s worth of work) to our yearly hours of labor. It doesn’t sound like much, but Americans now hold the title of working the most hours of any industrialized nation.

“The amount of time spent on food preparation in America,” says Michael Pollan, “has fallen at the same precipitous rate among women who don’t work outside the home as it has among women who do; in both cases, a decline of about 40 percent since 1965.” So we can’t just blame the postwar flood of women into the workplace and out of the kitchen.

In Something from the Oven: Reinventing Dinner in 1950s America, Laura Shapiro declared that the food industry worked hard to “persuade millions of Americans to develop a lasting taste for meals that were a lot like field rations.” Yuck, but accurate. America shifted toward industrialized—everything.

In taking on the herculean job of convincing women to turn to processed and convenience food, marketers have had to overcome generations of women’s moral obligation to cook for their families. They have been fabulously successful in seducing consumers to open cans and pop plastic bags of food into boiling pots of water, peel back the foil lids of TV dinners, and, of course, load things into the microwave. Over the years, food companies got better at making processed foods look fresh, real, and beautiful, so we began to think of it as food. This manufactured product has inevitably come to dominate our diets.

In the end, changing lifestyles has led us to a sedentary existence where we are subjected to the relentless marketing of processed and fast foods. No wonder it’s so hard not to be fat in America today!




PB&J

The humble peanut butter and jelly sandwich has been hijacked. In its original incarnation, made with natural no-sugar strawberry preserves, peanut butter (the sole ingredient of which is peanuts), and whole-wheat bread, it registers a modest 195 calories. But not content with that, the folks at Smucker’s have created “Uncrustables,” a frozen dough pocket filled with peanut butter and various flavors of jellies. One 58-gram serving (one 2-ounce pocket) has 210 calories and an ingredient panel that reads like a Russian novel—artificial ingredients that include high-fructose corn syrup (plus two other sugars), hydrogenated oils, and a variety of preservatives. Even the peanut butter contains hydrogenated oils, and the whole-wheat version contains unhealthy, artificial ingredients.

It may not look like you save a lot of calories, but a real sandwich is a lot bigger than two ounces, so chances are you—or your child—will eat only one and avoid consuming loads of chemicals.

Does it take so much time to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that we need this product?




HUMANS ARE MEANT TO COOK

If we took cooking seriously, we could change the human condition. French food expert Jean-Anthelme Brillat Savarin held that cooking made us who we were; that the discovery of fire in cooking “had done the most to advance the cause of civilization.” In 1964, anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss regarded cooking as a way to distinguish humans from other animals. Since then, other anthropology experts, including Richard Wrangham of Harvard University, contend that it was the discovery of cooking with fire, more than anything else, that made us human. Wrangham says that cooking helped create cultures and societies because cooking gave us the meal, the occasion to gather and eat. Sitting around a table (or a campfire), we learned to share food, make eye contact, communicate, show affection. All this served to civilize us.


All that stands to become extinct in the face of the way we eat today. We seem to be regressing, grazing through our days like foragers of the past. We eat at gas stations, fast-food windows, in stadiums, in movie theaters, in our cars, as we walk down the street, sitting on a curb, standing over the sink; skipping meals entirely for daily fare that consists largely of snack food.

Our willingness to outsource our food preparation to food corporations and fast-food joints has taken a huge toll on our health and vitality.

A 2003 study done by Harvard economists revealed that the rise of food preparation outside the home could easily explain the accelerated rise in obesity in this country. And while you think you have heard this before, here’s a new twist as to why this is the believed truth. The mass production of food has not only driven down the cost of food, but also the amount of time it takes to get the food. French fries did not become a common food choice in our culture until the JR Simplot Company perfected the process of freezing fried potatoes for the home cook. Before that, we had to buy, wash, peel, boil, pat dry, and then fry the potatoes if we wanted french-fried potatoes. Not anymore.

Similarly, mass-produced cakes, pies, cookies, and other labor-intensive foods have made them so much more accessible in our daily lives. These foods are no longer just for special occasions, but are everyday fare. We can indulge at any moment of any day. How could we do anything but get fat?

It seems that as the time and work factor involved in food preparation falls, obesity rises. If you observe cooking patterns across various cultures, you will see a clear picture emerge. The more time a culture spends on food preparation, the lower their rates of obesity. Turks, for example, spend the most time on cooking each day, about seventy-four minutes (in 2010). Thirteen years ago, these people enjoyed an obesity rate of less than 15 percent. Since 2008, an increased urbanized and hectic society has changed that. People are cooking less and their weight is creeping up—fast—with women gaining thirteen pounds over the last thirteen years and men gaining fifteen pounds during that same period.

Think about it. When you have to prepare all that you eat; when you can’t just tear open a package, you think twice before eating.

A 1992 study published in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association found that underserved women who cooked meals on a regular basis were far more likely to eat a healthy diet than more affluent women who did not cook. This tells us that the act of cooking matters a great deal to our health and wellness, regardless of our socioeconomic status.

This shouldn’t surprise us. When we hand over the task of cooking to food corporations, fast-food companies, and take-out windows, we will be consuming loads of fat, sugar, and salt, the three ingredients that we are hardwired to love, and will keep coming back for more and more processed foods. When special-occasion foods like cake and pies are cheap and available on a daily basis, we’ll eat them every day and not only on special occasions.

When cooking takes time and effort, with delayed gratification built right into the process, we can easily keep our appetites under control. Processed foods have removed that control valve, and we have to live with the consequences: obesity, diabetes, heart disease, stroke, and cancer.

But all is not lost. We can reverse this trend and take control of our health and our lives. The question is: Can we re-create a culture of everyday cooking in millions of American households? Can we rebuild a culture in which the art of cooking and life at the dinner table is resurrected?

I believe we can, and we have already seen some evidence of it. While the prime-time hours of the Food Network still look more like ancient Rome’s gladiator games and gluttony fests, they have—based on viewer demand—also created a new channel, the Cooking Channel, dedicated to shows that teach us how to cook, taking us step by step through recipes, just like their public television counterparts.

So while America is not actually cooking just yet, there is a spark, a glimmer of hope that we are ready to head back to our kitchens and begin to rebuild a culture of real food and its preparation.
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How Fast Food Has Changed Our Nation



In order to regain control of our health, we need to let go of our childish attachments to food. I don’t mean we are behaving like petulant children who want what they want when they want it. Rather, I mean we have become attached to the food of children.

While hamburgers were introduced to the United States in the early twentieth century, the first fast-food restaurant chain, White Castle, opened its doors in 1921 in Wichita, Kansas, selling burgers for a nickel along with side orders of fries and colas. White Castle thrived, but it wasn’t until after World War II that we began the journey to becoming a fast-food nation.

The McDonald brothers designed their fast-food hamburger restaurant in an attempt to streamline the process of making food and to reduce the costs of production. Their octagonal-shaped restaurant, which opened in San Bernardino, California, in 1940, also eliminated the need for waitresses, thus reducing operating costs even further. By 1951, McDonald’s grossed $275,000, an unheard of amount of money for any small restaurant at the time.

The decision to franchise their idea along with a distinctive architectural design (the Golden Arches) put McDonald’s on the map. By 1960, there were one hundred franchises operating across the country. But it was Ray Kroc, an equipment salesman who serviced McDonald’s, who bought the business from the McDonalds and took it to new levels of success.

By 1990, fast-food businesses, including Burger King, Wendy’s, and numerous other Johnny-come-latelies, had taken over the American landscape with 11,800 McDonald’s, 6,298 Burger Kings, and 3,721 Wendy’s.

Today, more than 160,000 fast-food restaurants feed more than fifty million Americans each and every day, generating sales of more than $110 billion annually.

What do all these statistics, facts, and figures mean to us? It is no coincidence that the decline of our health has moved in direct proportion to the rise in the consumption of fast food. Forsaking home-cooked meals for snacks and fast food has more Americans than ever gorging on calorie-rich, nutrient-poor foods, sodas, and sweets. Over the last twenty-five years, we have come to take more of our calories from burgers, fries, pizza, and sweets than we have from home-cooked meals.

U.S. government surveys from 1977–1978, 1989–1991, and 1994–1996 reveal an alarming trend: more and more Americans ate their daily foods in the form of snack food and fast food with each subsequent survey. The surveys also showed that Americans have come to prefer snacks to sit-down meals, and quick, easy, calorically dense treats like pizza, potato chips, and cookies to real food. Among nineteen-to thirty-nine-year-olds, restaurant and fast-food consumption has more than doubled since the 1970s. In one study, Dr. Ashima Kant of City University of New York found that “energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods now account for more than 30 percent of American children’s energy (calorie) intake.”

On any given day, more than a quarter of all Americans will eat at a fast-food restaurant. This industry has, in a relatively short period of time, transformed not only the way we eat, but also our economic and cultural landscape.

With fast-food restaurants everywhere, from airports to hospital lobbies, Americans are spending more on these foods than they do on higher education, computers, or new cars combined! A generation ago, more than three-quarters of the money spent on food was spent on ingredients to cook at home. Today more than half of money spent on food is spent on food eaten outside the home.


McDonald’s opens new restaurants at a rate of two thousand per year and employs more people than any other organization, public or private. It is the largest purchaser of beef, pork, and potatoes and is the largest owner of retail property in the world. Via monster advertising campaigns that leave no demographic untouched, it has become the most famous brand in the world with the Golden Arches more recognized than the Christian cross, according to Eric Schlosser, author of Fast Food Nation.

The fast-food industry is the largest employer of minimum-wage workers in the country, with migrant farm workers being the only group of people paid less. With the food prepared in enormous central kitchens and flavors coming from chemical plants along the New Jersey Turnpike, fast-food empires stand on top of huge industrial complexes that have destroyed the family farm, creating in its place industrial farms with absentee corporate owners.

And while this may make you mad as hell in an abstract Peter Finch-ish way, let me bring it home for you.

FAST-FOOD DECEPTION

The current obesity epidemic didn’t just happen overnight. According to the National Bureau of Economic Research, the generally persistent upward trend of Americans’ weight began just after World War II. In the 1950s less than 10 percent of Americans were overweight or obese. As fast-food restaurants and processed foods took control of our diets, the numbers jumped. By 1975 (about the time McDonald’s introduced the drive-through window), the obesity rate in America had climbed to 15 percent. Since then, the overweight population has ballooned, with obesity rates topping 32 percent.



The Heart Attack Grill (now in Arizona and Texas) is an oasis of gluttony, and claims to be the only restaurant that tells the truth: that restaurant food is bad for your health. But still, the audacity of a restaurant that offers a Quadruple Bypass Burger at 8,000 calories or feeds anyone over 350 pounds for free should give any thinking person pause for thought.




If the clear evidence of rising obesity isn’t enough to scare you back to your own kitchen, consider the following statistics related to what have become known as “lifestyle” diseases:


[image: image] Diabetes will kill twice as many women as breast cancer each year.




[image: image] Heart disease is the leading cause of death in both men and women, and has been for years.




[image: image] Cardiovascular disease kills more than one million people each year. That is 42 percent of all deaths.




[image: image] Not one state in the United States meets the Healthy People Guidelines of obesity at 15 percent or less.




[image: image] In 2010, only one state (Colorado) had an obesity rate of less than 20 percent.




[image: image] Nearly 34 percent of adult men and women over the age of twenty are obese.




[image: image] Two out of three Americans are overweight (67 percent).




[image: image] In less than ten years, a full 75 percent of adult Americans will be overweight.




[image: image] Childhood obesity has tripled in the past thirty years, to 25 percent of those under nineteen years of age.




[image: image] Americans consume more than five hundred calories more today than we did in the 1960s.




[image: image] $150 billion will be spent (and increase) each year on obesity-related illnesses.




[image: image] $174 billion (and increasing) will be spent each year on diabetes-related illnesses.





[image: image] In 2009, more than half the cancers diagnosed were cancers of the prostate, female breast, lung, and colon; a direct result of our high-fat diets, according to the National Research Council.




[image: image] According to the National Cancer Institute, 75 percent of cancers are rooted in environmental and lifestyle causes—and can be prevented.



TAKING CONTROL OF OUR FOOD

What the food industry has done to us is criminal. We know that now. The facts speak for themselves. We can choose to ignore it and bury our heads in the sand, but in my view, the price is too high. The time for that kind of thinking is over. I think our very existence is being threatened by junk food’s effect on human health.

The “foodlike” substances that Michael Pollan describes so eloquently in his writings have little or nothing to do with food in its natural state and everything to do with why we are so fat and getting fatter. And where are our brains, our ability to think? A study published in Prevention magazine (August 2009) tells the sad results of a survey of consumers taken by Duke University. Apparently, just because people see and consider the healthy salad option on a fast-food menu, they feel justified in ordering the unhealthy items, like fries. It’s called the “Vicarious Goal Fulfillment Effect.” You heard right. Considering the salad leads people to feel better about themselves even when they order the less-than-healthy options on the menu. So, I guess you can plan on seeing gorgeous, seductive photos of salads at each and every fast-food franchise you visit.

The Standard American Diet has to be rethought, and I don’t mean going from Kentucky Fried Chicken to Kentucky Grilled Chicken. You won’t see the results you need to rescue humanity by reducing your intake of food by a few chips, a soda or two, or paring away the fat on your pork chop. Nothing short of a complete rethinking of how we feed ourselves is going to turn the tide of this epidemic of obesity and disease that threatens the very existence of future generations.


WHO’S CALLING THE SHOTS ON OUR DIETARY GUIDELINES?

One of the problems we face with our modern way of eating is that for many years, no one was telling the whole story. Now we are seeing books by Michael Pollan and Marion Nestle and films like Food, Inc and Forks Over Knives, but for decades, marketing had free reign over us.

To make matters more complicated, in my view, Americans also have a very naïve view of the world and politics. It’s almost sweet. Many of us believe that the men and women in Washington, D.C., who have governance over our food safety are actually working to keep our food safe. Most of us believe that if fast and processed foods were that bad for us, someone would put a stop to it. In reality, our health is for sale to the highest bidder.

I was invited to testify as one of the experts on the benefits of plant-based eating when the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) created new dietary guidelines. My job was to inform the committee of experts who would decide what facts and recommendations would be made public. I did my job, as did my fellow experts who spoke to the positive health impact of plant-based eating. But here is what struck me: We were the only group of experts with no special interest group behind us. There is no lobby with a vested interest in Americans eating broccoli. The rest of the experts were paid to testify, representing businesses and their interests. From the dairy council to the beef, egg, and poultry industries, to the sugar and the grocery lobbies (representing, of all things, the role processed food plays in a healthy diet), lobbyists jockeyed for their respective products to be well placed in the new guidelines. It occurred to me, as I listened to their rationalizations, that we will never get authentic guidelines. We will never receive untainted information. Every single lobbyist in that room had a vested financial interest in getting a spot on the new symbol. The guidelines were for sale. Positions in the guidelines were going to the highest bidder.

Yes, healthy eating is promoted in the new guidelines, with plant-based eating even being endorsed and supported. I applaud the progress that has been made in the direction of solving some of the problems we face with epidemic lifestyle diseases.




Research on Vegetarian Eating Patterns

The types of vegetarian diets consumed in the United States vary widely. Vegans do not consume any animal products, while lacto-ovo vegetarians consume milk and eggs. Some individuals eat diets that are primarily vegetarian but may include small amounts of meat, poultry, or seafood.

In prospective studies of adults, compared to non-vegetarian eating patterns, vegetarian-style eating patterns have been associated with improved health outcomes—lower levels of obesity, a reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, and lower total mortality. Several clinical trials have documented that vegetarian eating patterns lower blood pressure.

On average, vegetarians consume a lower proportion of calories from fat (particularly saturated fatty acids); fewer overall calories; and more fiber, potassium, and vitamin C than do non-vegetarians.

Vegetarians generally have a lower body mass index. These characteristics and other lifestyle factors associated with a vegetarian diet may contribute to the positive health outcomes that have been identified among vegetarians.

—“Dietary Guidelines for Americans,” 2010




Now if only we could get the special interest groups out of the picture so this information would get as much media attention as eating animal products does.

Lobbies would have you believe that there is a place in a healthy diet for processed foods. A representative of the Grocery Manufacturers Association/Food Products Association said that it was “up to each individual American to discover how much processed and packaged foods worked for them in their lives,” implying that a “nanny state” of experts telling us what to eat was not what was needed in this country. What? All you need to do is look around and see how well that’s working.


Nobody likes to be told what they can and cannot eat; I just want information free from the taint of special interests, which brings me to the latest and greatest attempts by our government to attract us to healthy eating.

MY PYRAMID MEETS MYPLATE

[image: image]

Out with the old and in with the new—guidelines, that is, for how Americans should be eating.

The decades-old food pyramid was toppled early in 2011 and replaced with a simple icon of a dinner plate to help us make healthier food choices. Divided into four primary-colored sections, representing fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and lean protein with a small side dish representing dairy, the new MyPlate is designed to show Americans, at a glance, the kinds of foods they should be filling their plates with, and in what proportions.

Considered an opportunity for Americans to understand quickly how to have a balanced and nutritious meal, the icon is promoted to be a constant reminder as you look at your own plate: whether your portion sizes are right, and whether you’ve got enough fruits and vegetables on that plate.

The hope is that MyPlate, as the “face” of the new guidelines issued by the USDA in 2010, will remove the confusion associated with figuring out how many servings of a food or food group create health. The accompanying new website (ChooseMyPlate.gov) includes much of the same information featured at MyPyramid.gov, as well as selected messages to help consumers focus on key behaviors: enjoy your food, but eat less; avoid oversized portions; make half your plate fruits and vegetables; switch to fat-free or low-fat (1%) milk; make at least half your grains whole grains; compare sodium in foods like soup, bread, and frozen meals—and choose foods with lower numbers; and drink water instead of sugary drinks. (These highlights are taken from the website’s homepage.)

It’s a step in helping people approach healthy eating but avoids hard-and-fast rules because that might, well, conjure up images of “dieting.”

A lot of the advice given at ChooseMyPlate.gov is sound, to be sure. The brightly colored sections on the plate lead to suggestions like choosing whole fruit, 100 percent juice, and fresh or frozen vegetables. It even encourages shopping at local farmers’ markets to get the freshest, most nutrient-dense food.

However, further click-throughs paint a slightly different picture: the whole grains section of the plate divides grains into whole and refined. The whole grain list leads with whole-wheat flour and bulgur, both refined grains. The only whole grain on the list is brown rice. In my view, this will confuse people as to what whole grains really are. Flour is not a whole grain; it is made up of refined grains, and while whole-grain flours are certainly superior to refined white flour, they are not whole grains. This is precisely the kind of deception that allows certain breakfast cereals, for instance, to claim they include whole grains. And it just ain’t true. If Cheerios had whole grain oats in them, you would not have the little “O’s,” you would see whole oats. This is but one instance that I find misleading and that doesn’t give consumers the information they need to make educated choices.

The protein suggestions are mostly all animal foods. Dry beans and peas are considered unique in that they work as both sources of protein and vegetables and are strongly recommended several times a week. And finally, the recommendations also include nuts and seeds as sources of protein. While that’s excellent news, the focus is still placed on animal food as the primary source of protein. That’s a big problem for me. In a culture that is suffering from so much disease as a result of the amount of animal products we consume, I would be happier to see beans, peas, nuts, and seeds as our primary recommendations for protein sources with a nod to animal food instead of the way it is presented now. A radical thought, I know, but in my opinion, we need something radical to pull us back from the edge, so to speak.

MyPlate is simpler than the pyramid and that’s good. We like simple. But the results of these efforts, beginning with the first food pyramid in 1992, have been less than spectacular. As a nation we are fatter and less healthy than ever. Frankly, I think that the government campaigns for healthier eating are no match for the massive marketing budgets (and misplaced subsidies) for certain sectors in the food supply chain that, in the end, are promoting products—fast food and processed goods—that are deleterious to everyone’s well-being, as well as the planet’s.

When you look closely at the recommendations made by the USDA, and represented by MyPlate and its predecessor icons, you have to recognize that the USDA struggles with a dilemma: to serve the health needs of consumers and at the same time continue to pander to special interests. One striking example that is particularly telling in the MyPlate icon is the inclusion of a special side dish for dairy products. The fact that these products have been distinguished so prominently instead of including them within the protein portion is, in my opinion, a clear tip of the hat to powerful dairy lobby groups. And even though the new icon includes “foods made from milk that retain their calcium,” it does not explain that the human body can only use up to 30 percent of that calcium. (I will concede that adding calcium-fortified soy milk to the dairy group is welcome.)

However, in spite of the USDA’s best efforts, I believe that their approach is fundamentally flawed and only a radical shift in thinking of both the USDA and the public will result in any significant improvements.

[image: image]

Used by permission of Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine

Which brings me to Neal Barnard, MD, and Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM). In anticipation of the MyPlate launch, Dr. Barnard and PCRM created the Power Plate. To me, it’s the answer. Like MyPlate, it eliminates serving numbers, but unlike MyPlate, it does not recommend portion sizes—because all the food groups are plant based. By eliminating foods that are risky for our health, there’s no need to regulate portions. With this high-fiber, nutrient-dense, vegetarian diet, people will self-regulate because eating real food will satisfy them long before the negative effects of high-calorie intake can be reached.

The message is simple. Eat from these four food groups: grains, legumes, vegetables, and fruits, and you automatically create balanced nutrition. Meat, dairy, eggs, and, of course, processed foods have been eliminated because they are not necessary for health and actually increase our risk for disease. Oils, nuts, and seeds are options and can be used as needed in each person’s diet. It could not be easier.

This is the plate that I would promote if I had my way. This is how we climb out of the abyss in which we find ourselves in terms of health and wellness. If I had all the money that is being spent on subsidies, special interests, and lobbying, this is the program on which I would spend my resources, educating and marketing in the same ways that allowed processed and fast food to take over our consciousness.

In my opinion, the accessible and engaging approach that the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine has created is the sure path to health. The supporting website (www.pcrm.org) is simple, clean, and user-friendly. The information is easy to understand. The site contains unimpeachable research and simple ways for people to make the changes they need to prevent and even reverse disease, from shopping lists to recipes.

In my opinion, the USDA could have saved a lot of taxpayer dollars by simply listening to the voices of reason at PCRM and adopting and promoting a symbol backed by a comprehensive program that could lead Americans to healthy eating. Combined with a public relations campaign (not unlike the “Got Milk?” promotions funded by the California Milk Processor Board), we could change the health of Americans (and make a lighter footprint on the planet) in a most delicious manner.

Am I suggesting that the only way back to health for Americans is to adopt a plant-based diet and eliminate animal foods? Yes, I am. Can it be done? With education, information, and an easy-to-follow plan, just maybe …








PART TWO

The State of Our Food




When I came home from school every day, my Nonna would have a big pot of some kind of beans or a stew simmering away on the stove, simply prepared with olive oil, garlic, and fresh herbs from her windowsill. She served it to us as our after-school snack along with bread freshly baked by my mother. That was what we knew. If we wanted cookies, my mother baked them. If we wanted pizza, they whipped up the dough and—voilà!—we had pizza. We lived a life where food was respected and valued, where dinnertime was sacred. If you didn’t make it to dinner, you’d best be dead. It was the only acceptable excuse.

They shopped for food like their lives depended on it. They would squeeze the fruit, smell the vegetables, examine the eggs, sniff the milk. They knew nothing about nutrition, but they knew that if food was fresh and whole, it cooked well and tasted right. They didn’t have to spend precious time agonizing over the small print that comes on the packaged food in trying to determine what was in it and if it was any good for us. Yet the family was nourished properly and was happy and strong.


So am I asking you to head into the kitchen and bake bread? Yes … and no. While a lovely hobby, bread baking takes time, and I know that’s at a premium for most of us. But I am asking you to
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